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Lessons from the Bible's forgotten books #5:  Philemon 
 

I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains.  
Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me. 

I am sending him--who is my very heart--back to you.  I would have liked to keep him 
with me so that he could take your place while I am in chains for the gospel.  But I did not want 
to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not 
forced.  Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might 
have him back for good--no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother.  He is 
very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord. 

So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me.  If he has done 
you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me.  I, Paul, am writing this with my own 
hand.  I will pay it back--not to mention that you owe me your very self.  I do wish, brother, that 
I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ.  Confident of your 
obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask.  (Philemon 10-21) 

 

A timeless lesson from Philemon:  Jesus' love overcomes a painful past 
 
Love your neighbor!  Nobody, even the non-religious, will give you much argument that this 
is a good rule to follow.  Jesus' story of the Good Samaritan is a famous illustration of it.  The 
story of a man who helps a stranger of a different race is a timeless example of the kind of 
love God wants his people to show in the world. 
 
But there are some situations in which it is hard to know exactly how "love your neighbor" 
applies.  The family of the addict wants to help them and love them--but when does 
supporting them lead to enabling them?  Parents want to love their disobedient child--but 
when does love in that case mean withholding blessings or privileges instead of giving them?  
When two of your friends are fighting with one another--does love mean making a judgment 
in their quarrel and taking a side or simply trying to make peace?    It's not always easy to 
see. 
 
Paul's short letter to Philemon is an example of how Paul showed love to two people who 
were caught in a tough situation.   
 
Most of Paul's letters (9 out of 13) were written to churches.   The other four were written to 
individuals.  The two letters to Timothy and the letter to Titus were written to pastors of 
churches that Paul was acquainted with.  That leaves this letter, the letter to Philemon, as 
the only one of Paul's letters that was not written to a pastor or a church, but simply to a 
Christian friend.  It's also Paul's shortest letter--just one chapter. 



 
So what is the tough situation that prompted this letter?  Paul, who is probably in prison in 
Rome, is sending this letter back to a member of the Colossian church  named Philemon.   
Philemon was probably a well-off man, a leader in the church, in fact the opening verses 
mention that his house was the meeting place for the church (remember there were no 
church buildings yet).  But one of the people traveling from Rome with letters from Paul was 
a runaway slave of Philemon's, a man named Onesimus. 
 
Pause right there because some of you are saying: wait a minute.  Are you saying that this 
man, who was supposed to be a Christian, was a slave owner?    How was that right?  Why 
doesn't Paul talk about this huge problem? 
 
Slavery in the Roman empire was extremely common and it was not based on race.  It was 
not always easy to tell who was a slave and who wasn't.  At one point someone had the idea 
that everyone who was a slave should have to wear some kind of mark like an armband, but 
the city fathers of Rome rejected it because they didn't want the slaves to realize just how 
numerous they were because they might revolt (and occasionally they did).   But the whole 
idea of having a middle class job just didn't exist in those days.  The wealthy upper classes 
didn't need to work but those who did had to be someone else's servant.   
 
Hundreds of years later Christianity was a big part of the reason why there became a push to 
abolish slavery.  But in Paul's day Christianity was just starting out.  Paul was not trying to 
overturn the social structure and economy of the Roman empire.  He was trying to share the 
good news of peace with God and forgiveness of sins through Jesus with everyone.   And he 
was teaching people of every social class what it meant to love one another as Christians. 
 
And here was the interesting thing about Onesimus the runaway slave.  When he had run 
away he had not been a Christian.  But during the time he had been in Rome with Paul 
Onesimus had become a believer in Jesus.   The fact that Onesimus was willing to go back to 
Colosse to the man he had run away from was surely a sign that he was sorry for having run 
away and was ready to come back.   
 
So Paul writes this very polite, very tactful letter to Philemon with a request:  don't be too 
hard on Onesimus!  By law, a runaway slave who was caught could receive the death 
penalty, and everyone involved knew this.  Onesimus was taking a risk by going home!  Not 
only that, but there's an excellent chance that Onesimus had gotten himself all the way to 
Rome by using money that he had stolen from Philemon when he had run away.  Paul 
actually gives a hint of that in this letter.  So there was plenty of incentive, humanly 
speaking, for Philemon to be less than pleasant to Onesimus when he saw him again.  Paul, 
though, shows love to BOTH of his friends in this letter.  Look at how he does it: 
 
I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains. 
Paul calls him his son!   This is the way Paul talks sometimes about people that God had used 
him to bring to faith.  But how could Philemon be harsh with Paul's own "son"? 



 
Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me. 
This is actually a play on words based on Onesimus' name.  His name means "useful".  But his 
name hadn't fit him very well.  He hadn't been useful to anyone even as a slave.  But now, 
Paul says, his life should be important to both of us. 
 
I am sending him--who is my very heart--back to you.  I would have liked to keep him with me 
so that he could take your place while I am in chains for the gospel.   
Paul lets Philemon know that he is very fond of Onesimus, and that Onesimus has been a big 
help to him while he is in prison in Rome.  In fact, Paul had half a mind just to let him do that.  
In a way, by having his servant be Paul's servant, it would in effect be a gift from Philemon 
itself to Paul.  But... 
 
But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be 
spontaneous and not forced. 
It wouldn't be right for me to presume to keep Onesimus here without your consent, Paul 
tells Philemon, when by rights he is obligated to do his duty and be working for you.  It 
would be kind of  "forced favor" which isn't really a favor at all.  So...I'm sending him back to 
you. 
 
Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him 
back for good--no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother.  He is very dear 
to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord. 
Paul is famous for saying that God uses all things for good for his people (Rom. 8:28).  Paul 
reminds Philemon that this fits here as well.  God took Onesimus' wrong action of running 
away and probably stealing and used it for good--saving a soul for eternal life!  And now, he 
says, you will have the added benefit of a whole new kind of relationship with him:  he is part 
of our Christian family. 
 
So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me.  If he has done you 
any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me.  I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand.  
I will pay it back--not to mention that you owe me your very self.   
Paul says, I don't want to demand favors, but in a way you do owe me your life since I'm the 
one who brought the Gospel to you.  So I'm asking you to welcome him back warmly and 
not with punishment, to treat him as a Christian friend and not a rebellious slave.  And I'll 
personally cover any damages that you incurred.  From the fact that this letter was 
preserved, we take it for granted that Philemon listened to Paul and treated Onesimus just 
as Paul had hoped he would do. 
 
So what are we to learn from this interesting little story, this short book?   There are a lot of 
different lessons we could learn, but maybe today we'll sum it up with this:   Christ's love 
wipes out a painful past.   
 



Relationships between Christians aren't always easy.  Christian families need counseling too.  
Christian churches have arguments.  Christian marriages don't automatically become 
problem-free.  Bad things happen.  Angry words are said.  It shouldn't happen, but we all 
know that it does. 
 
In the world, strained relationships often break and broken relationships usually stay 
broken.  There's no glue that is strong can put them back together again.  But when Jesus' 
love comes into the picture, there's a whole new reason for hope.  When both of the people 
involved know Jesus, the power of his love makes it possible to move past the past pain and 
move forward in a loving relationship. 
 
Christian teens who are quarreling can forgive and move on.  Christian workers can respect 
their Christian employers instead of mocking them behind their back.  Churches full of 
division can be healed and unified so that people who wouldn't speak to each other can sit 
at the table and work in ministry side by side again.  Husbands and wives can treat each 
other with new respect.  Painful memories really can fade because the blood of Jesus Christ 
is stronger than our own past.   
 
Think about it: a slave trusting and having a good relationship with his owner?  A man who 
was stolen from welcoming back the thief with open arms?  Such things just don't happen 
by themselves in this world, in fact it seems ridiculous to even suggest it.  But with Jesus 
Christ and his death on the cross in the picture, with everyone involved knowing and trusting 
in him, the impossible becomes possible.  Paul was confident that in the case of Onesimus, 
love and forgiveness would win out! 
 
 
Conclusion 
There's one more way to think about this story.  Like Onesimus, we are all runaway slaves.  
Obligated to serve God our maker, we deserted him, tried to use our talents and abilities just 
to suit ourselves rather than to honor the God who created us.  But just as Paul interceded 
for Onesimus, Jesus has interceded for us.  Just as Paul offered to pay Philemon for 
whatever his runaway slave had cost him, Jesus volunteered to pay our debt before God, so 
that our relationship with him could be restored, and he did it! 
 
Remembering that every day--we can remember to "love our neighbor".  The Good 
Samaritan story shows us that this love of Jesus overcomes differences like race and 
ethnicity.  The story of Philemon shows that it overcomes even a painful past.  Dear Savior, 
fill us with the joy of your love and grace, so that it overflows into every relationship in which 
you call us!  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


